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Selling Polar Boots to 'the lVlasai':
Remarks to the African Renaissance Seminar
Vasteras, Sweden
January 14, 1'999
. by
Prexy Nesbitt
Dean of Students
Francis W. Parker School
Chicago, Illinois
This little boy goes to his dad and asks, "what is politics"
Dad says, "Well son, let me try to explain it this way: I'm the breadwinner of the
family, so let's call me Capitalism. Your Mom, she's the administrator of the
money, so we' 11 call her the government.
We're here to take care of your needs, so we'll call you the people.
The nanny we'll consider the working class.
And your baby brother, we'll call him the Future.
Now, think about that and see if that makes sense."
So the little boy goes off to bed thinking about what Dad has said. Later that
night, he hears his baby brother crying, so he gets up to check on him. He finds
that the baby severely soiled his diaper. So the little boy goes to his parents room
and finds his mother sound asleep. Not wanting to wake her, he goes to the
nanny's room. Finding the door locked, he peeks in the keyhole and sees his
father in bed with the nanny.
He gives up and goes back to bed.
The next morning, the little boy says to his father, "Dad I think I understand the
concept of politics now". The father says, "Good son, tell me in your own words
what you think politics is all about."
The little boy replies, "Well, while Capitalism is screwing the working class, the
Government is sound asleep, the people are being ignored and the Future is in
deep Shit.''
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This year, in the United States, as a Christmas present for children, the
prestigious Nieman Marcus Store made available a limited production run
of 70 miniature, low horsepower replicas of Jaguar cars selling at $70,000
each. They were all sold within one hour.

',

i\1ore wealth is now being created in the United States than at any other
time in its history. None of it trickles down. It is a veritable cascade of dollars
that goes to a small, select, and constantly narrowing segment of the US
population, about 358 billionaires who together are worth the income of 45
percent of the world's population. 1
At the very same time, the poor in the US are getting poorer with more
than 36.5 million Americans living in poverty, at least 41. 7 million without
health insurance, and another 40 million with limited medical coverage. Nearly
one in three children under twelve years old (13.6 million) are hungry or at the
risk of hunger in the US, according to the California-based Institute for Food and
Development Policy.
On this eve of the 21st Century, it is important that we consider Africa not
as an isolated continent but as a vital part of the global community. In this age of
globalization, Africa should be viewed in terms of the world system into which it
is being increasingly drawn. Many of the problems in Africa are related to or
derived from global situations and dynamics. With each and every passing day
the world becomes more inter-related and inter-dependent. Thus, there is an
analyzable symmetry and relationship between the poverty on the streets and
hillsides of Watts in Los Angeles and the poverty of shanty towns in Lagos,
Nairobi and Johannesburg.
An oft-quoted journalist/scholar in the US named Robert Kaplan has a book
entitled, The Ends of the Earth. In the opening pages, he quotes a letter from a
diplomat friend living in Africa. Part of the letter reads:
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The ._.greatest threat to our value svstem
comes from Africa. Can we
.
continue to believe in universal principles as Africa declines to levels better
described by Dante than by development economists? Our domestic
attitudes on race and ethnicity suffer as Africa becomes a continent wide
"Wreek of the Medusa. " 2
,·
Robert Kaplan is not alone in generating a specific type of representation
of Africa. Journalists Keith Richburg and George B. Ayittey, the former
significantly an African-American and the latter African, have both contributed
to the growing Wes tern tendency to see Africa from the darkest vantage point
available. 3 Samuel Huntington of Harvard University, too, belongs in this
distinguished group. He has written widely about Third World "anarchy" and the
threat of Islam in his Clash of Civilizations work.
It is important to reflect on how Africa is represented. In 1996, a friend
did a survey of people entering the Africa section of Chicago's Museum of
Natural History. She found that 70% of the people she interviewed felt that
Tarzan was the single most important African figure they knew. Thirty years of
speaking on Africa have taught me that many "Western audiences", especially US
audiences, maybe even Swedish audiences, are not far from the respondents at
Chicago's Field Museum in terms of what they substantively know about Africa.
A lot about Africa is "images". It is these images that shape US perceptions
of Africa. In many cases there are images that reveal and there are images that
obfuscate. There is the image, for instance, of the continent of Africa on maps.
The maps are often wrong, with countries placed in the wrong location. Africa is
not represented with its accurate size. Conveyed for years with words like "gold _
coast," "ivory coast" is the message that Africa is the area that supplies

\

commodities. There is the widely shared impression in the United States that
Africa is one country, one undifferentiated land mass consisting of Egypt and
South Africa. There is the image in a recent fashion magazine of a head chopped
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off sitting on a table with the caption, "a too familiar sight". The cartographical
images of Africa are often consonant with the marketing and cinematic ones.
Africa equals '"Elephants" and '"Tarzan", "Elsa the Lion/Born Free", and "Out of
f '

Africa" with landrovers and blond, Banana Republic-clad safari guides -- maybe
the added attraction of Bo Derek playing Jane opposite Tarzan.

.-

Lastly, there is the currently en vogue image of Africa, i.e., the one that

sees Africa as nothing but negativity and despair, war and violence. It is the
image of the emaciated figure with bulging eyes, perhaps a child on the back, but
the hand out. It is the child soldier with the gun. These images have probably
displaced Tarzan. Some call it Afro-pessimism. Others call it the "gloom and
doom" view. A classic example of it was a New York Times Magazine cover
story on March 2, 1997 entitled "Their Africa Problem and Ours". Little
wonder that among the world's twenty-one major aid donors the US is last in
percentage of GNP going to Sub-Saharan Africa. American decision makers
know that Africa is disposable as far as the average US citizen is concerned.
I am not saying that Africa is without problems. It is an incontestable fact
that over 30 million people face starvation and that there are another 450 million
who Ii ve on the "cusp" of survival. Africa's under five mortality rate, measured
in 1997, hovered around 90/1000 births, while the US' s (which is not a good one)
was at 10/1000 births. The 630 million people of Sub-Saharan Africa (according
to an article in Third World Economics magazine) live on the income of
Belgium' s 10 million people, surviving on 50% less caloric intake per person.
A recent UN report about the HIV-positive population in Sub-Saharan
Africa states that "by the end of 1998, there will be an estimated 21.5 million
men and women living with HIV in Africa, plus another 1 million children". The
report also notes that of all AIDs deaths since the epidemic started, 83% have
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been in Africa. \voile no country in Africa has not experienced the virus, some
have been effected much more than others. "The Southern African region holds
the majority of the world's hard hit countries with one person in five between

''

ages 15 and 49 living with either HIV or AIDs in the counLries of Botswana,
Namibia, Swaziland and Zimbabwe. In 1998 alone, AIDs will produce an
estimated two million funerals in Africa" 4
On another note, Africa today reminds me of growing numbers of US
consumers and workers. All those rich, comfortable TV families brought to you
by Oprah and other TV myths actually live "stressed out" on credit cards with
their bankruptcy declarations at record numbers. African countries live on loans
and credit from various multilateral and bilateral banking institutions like the
World Bank, the IMF, and Citicorp. From 1981-1985, the World Bank loaned
Sub-Saharan Africa $1.9 billion. In _1990 and 1991 respectively, the World
Bank's lending reach $3.9 billion and $3.4 billion. By the end of 1998, Africa is
expected to be paying about $33 billion in debt service payments on all its loans,
an amount that will be 24% of total exports. The UNDP has observed that "what
poor countries in Africa spend on debt repayments each year could save the lives
of 3 million children and prevent 1 million cases of malnutrition. " 5 It has been
pointed out recently that when Nelson Mandela walked out of prison in 1990,
international banks subsequently handed him and his government a debt bill for
$19 .2 billion incurred by the previous apartheid government. Today, poor
people throughout the Southern African region have inherited a $47 .6 billion (or
$350 per man, woman and child) apartheid-caused debt. Anglican Archbishop
Ndungane of Cape Town points out that, in contrast, South Africa did not hesitate
writing off the debt owed to her by Namibia:
... the new South African government did not ask whether we could afford
to offer such relief; we did not wait to reconstruct our own economy
before offering debt relief; we did not ask whether the debt was payable or
January 1999
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unpayable. Nor did we impose any conditions on our neighbour. vVe
merely declared those debts as immoral, odious debt incurred while
Namibia was occupied by the apartheid regime.
The international Jubilee 2000 coalition, ,calling for Third World debt forgiveness, has noticed that the continent's 1994 bilateral debt to Britain of seven
billion dollars was about the same amount people in the UK spent that year on
candy and chocolate. 6 The coalition also stresses the fact that for every $1.00
,

Africa got in aid grants in 1996, it paid out $1.31 in debt service.
The 1980s were a decade of severe pauperization in Africa. Continentwide, average per capita income fell by 25% to approximately $260/year. The
1990' s saw the African continent cited as the continent with the highest poverty
rates in the world. The World Bank's 1991 Development Report, as it called for
more structural adjustment packages for countries throughout the continent,
grimly predicted that by 2000 the "average income in Africa W<?uld be less than
1980." Finally, despite noticeable growth rates in some countries during 1998,
organizations like the International Labor Office (ILO) have pointed out that the
year 2000 will see the proportion of the population living in poverty in SubSaharan Africa climb to over 50%. 7 Additionally, various organizations point
out that many of those people will be crowded together into cities as more and
more people are migrating to cities, as many as 50% of the population in both the
Republic of South Africa and the North African region. 8 The ILO predicted that
the unemployment rate in Africa's larger cities (recall that Africa has at least 30
cities with at least one million population) would approach 30% by the end of the
millennium.
Africa certainly faces deep and massive problems. Not all parts of the
continent face the same problems or equal levels of difficulty. It is critical to
note that the situation is different from country to country. It is also important to
recall and briefly note that while many of the difficulties Africa faces are the
January 1999
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legacy of colonialism and structures geared toward extraction and superexploitation, some problems have resulted from overly-ambitious, and perhaps
naive, state strategies and patterns of state corruption similar to the corruption in
',
Western capitals.
But perhaps the single most important additional theme to underscore when
discussing Africa's challenging problems is that of the initiatives being taken by

.

Africa to address these problems. These initiatives range from small, grassroots
efforts to continental organizational undertakings. They include: women's
groups like the Kulaya women's group in Mozambique linked to the Central
Hospital in Maputo and working on issues related to violence against women; the
African Women's Economic Policy Network (AWEPON) representing 17 NGO
member organizations from 12 countries and fighting to present the views worldwide of under-represented women; church organizations like the Economic
Justice Network for Church Organizations in Eastern and Southern Africa; labor
organizations; human rights and environmental groups; organizations of
professionals; students groups; peasant and farmer cooperatives; and, children
.

-

and street people organizing for their rights. The initiatives include events and
gatherings like the July 1998 seminar for women NGOs in Burundi, an event
that brought together Hutus, Tutsis, Ganwas and Twas, representatives of all the
ethnic groups in the country.
Let us be cautious. It is easy to lapse into a kind of civil society (NGO)
triumphalism. These initiatives, these organizations do not take easy pathways.
Their growth and progress are often hampered by internal disputes,
disillusionment, ambiguous victories and lack of resources. But there is no doubt
that there is work and organizing and struggle taking place. Just as there was
'"resistance" during the first period of the 50' s and 60' s fight for political
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independence, there is "resistance" taking place today in this difficult and
frustrating post-Cold War era.*
A measure of the extent to which a dynamic of "change" is impacting
Africa was highlighted in a 1995 publication by renown Nigerian artist, Wole
Soyinka, the 1986 Nobel Laureate for Literature. In his 1995 book describing
his personal experience of the Nigerian crisis, Soyinka outlines a reformation in
,,

attitude taking place in Africa. He identifies a major declaration from African
government spokespersons that in its essence represents a "bedrock", a
"summative declaration of faith." Emphatically, and with Soyinka's unique
eloquence, he notes that millions have died clinging to this "bedrock", that
dictatorships have tried to violently render it apart and that "smooth, practiced
salesman with shiploads of fur lined boots for tropical herdsmen like the Masai"
have all failed to displace the "bedrock". What is the bedrock? Soyinka asserts it
is the consciousness of and collective group value present in a statement like that
drafted at the 1995 Copenhagen Social Development Conference. The statement
proclaimed:
We the Governments of African Countries represented by our ministers
responsible for human and social development, meeting in Addis Ababa on
20 and 21 January 1994 as a preparatory regional conference for the
World Summit for Social Development to be held in Copenhagen
Denmark, during 6 to 12 March 1995, resolutely affirm the centrality of
the human being as the initiator and beneficiary of development, the means

• The resistance African pe-0ple conducted against colonialism afforded ''partners" the opportunity to join in
solidarity. In the 1890's, for instance, in the then Belgian Congo, a certain chief Nzansu led a determined uprising
against the harshness of King Leopold's colonial state. The letter extract which follows from Swedish missionary
Karl Andersson conveys the understanding which at least some early missions had about the brutality of Belgian
colonialism: "If our friends of the Mission at home are worried for our safety here as a result of letters and
newspaper reports about the unrest in these parts, I wish to reassure them .... The leader of the rebels, Chief Nzansu of
Kasi, has let us know that he does not wish harm to any one of us as we have always shown that we are friends of
the black people. But to the men of the State he has sworn death. And anyone who knows of the conditions out
here cannot feel surprised" (Hochschild, Adam, Kin~ LeQpQld's GhQst, 1998, p. 125). There are now various ways
in which partners can join hands with African peoples in resisting the unjust and cruel pressures impacting African
lives today, whether these emanate from the IMF or criminal dope syndicates.
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and the end, the agent through wfwnz and for whom, all developrnent
activities must be undertaken [italics mine]. 9

This commitment to human beings as the central development focus, even
if taken at only the ministerial level, is an important articulation. It is not new.
It echoes a political value that was integral to the 1960' s and 70' s liberation
movements. The writings and speeches of the Mondlanes, Netos, Machels,
R,ebelos and Cabrals resound with a similar sentiment. But it is a value statement
that one does not hear so consistently or clearly in the speeches and writings of
-that second generation of political leaders, the Mwinyis, Chilubas, Chissanos and
dos Santos, who all belong to what UN Secretary General Kofi Annan calls the
"second wave": Africa's political period "too often marked by civil wars, the
tyranny of military rule and economic stag~ation." 10
Noting that gigantic obstacles remained to prevent change from taking
place and echoing South African Deputy President Thabo Mbeki' s prophetic
September 28, 1998 African Renaissance Conference speech, well-known
American scholar William Minter has made the following important point about
the changes taking place in Africa.
The transformation needed for new voices and social forces to make a real
impact will not be easy, and it will be uneven. Its chances will depend,
above all, on African initiatives, not only by African governments but by
groups and individuals in African countries on both national and local
levels. But the chances of success also depend in large part on whether
African realities and priorities are recognized in decision-making arenas in
multinational and rich-country institutions. 11
Deputy President Mbeki, in a somewhat uncharacteristic public statement,
spelled out the difficulties of change in Africa himself when he said in the
September "Renaissance" speech:
It is however clear that in the same way that we cannot avoid it, neither can
the people of the Democratic Republic of Congo do without that process of
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fundamental transformation in the interests of the people, which constitutes
the core of the vision of an African Renaissance.
An enormous challenge faces all of us to do everything we can to
contribute to the recovery of African pride, the confidence in ourselves
that we can succeed as well as any other in building a humane and
prosperous society ... .a message should go out to all our intelligentsia, those
who work in Africa and those who have located themselves in the
developed countries of the North, that we have arrived at the point where
the enormous brain power which our continent possesses, must become a
vital instrument in helping us to secure our equitable space within a world
affected by a rapid process of globalisation and from which we cannot
escape.
In the end, what we are speaking of is the education, organization and
energisation of new African patriots who, because to them yesterday is a
foreign country, will join in struggle to bring about an African Renaissance
in all its elements.
As every revolution requires revolutionaries, so must the African
Renaissance have its militants and activists who will define the tomorrow
that belongs to them in a way which will help to restore t.o us our
. •.
p
d1gmty .... The gravity and entrenchedness of the problems in Africa today have a
certain autocthonous character. The problems today are derived from the ravage
and pain of slaving, the slave trade and colonialism. They are also the product of
the politics and political cultures of independent African states.
Despite the profundity of the decolonization experience 13 , in many cases
state structures throughout Africa have remained what they had been. Cynics
would, in fact, laughingly - but appropriately - remark that the new national state
was only the colony re-treaded and fitted with a new flag.
Despite the difficult history, despite the strictures of inherited neo-colonial
economic systems, multinational corporations and unequal terms of trade; despite
internationally imposed structural adjustment programs and unfair and inadequate
bilateral aid projects, the bottom line is that much of what is happening today in
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Africa is in African hands. This point has been made much more clearly by
others. UN General Secretary Kofi Annan has consistently been promoting
African initiatives and African leadership for African problems.
',
As briefly mentioned earlier, in June of 1997, General Secretary Kofi
Annan gave a major address to the Organization of African Unity in Addis
Ababa. There, among other things, he reminded the assembled heads of state

.

that:
Africa has, in the past five decades, been through a series of momentous
changes. First came decolonization and the struggle against apartheid.
Then came a second wave, too often marked by civil wars, the tyranny of
military rule, and economic stagnation. I believe that a new era is now in
prospect. Africa's third wave.
He continued on to say that this third wave was dependent upon: 1) embracing
democratic governance; 2) building regimes based on respect for fundamental
human rights; and, 3) instituting sustainable development throughout Africa. He
closed his speech saying:
... the promise of Africa's third wave beckons. Our tum has come. \Ve can
eradicate poverty, settle our scattered people, restore hope, and achieve
dynamism. Africa needs external assistance and Africa deserves it; but in
the final analysis, what stands between us and the future is ourselves [italics
mine].
It is significant that Kofi Annan made these points for Secretary General Annan,
himself, represents a certain symbolic victory at the UN. He is Sub-Saharan
Africa's first UN Secretary General - a not small achievement by African nations,
other Third World nations and their allies, like the Nordic Scandinavian bloc.
On September 28, 1998, Deputy President Thabo Mbeki declared to the
African Renaissance Conference in Johannesburg that:
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The new African world which the African Renaissance seeks to build is one
of democracy, peace and stability, sustainable development and a better life
for the people, non-racism and non-sexism, equality among the natibns and
a just and democratic system of international governance. None of this will
come about of its own. In as much as w'e liberated ourselves from
colonialism through struggle, so will it be that the African Renaissance w ill
be victorious only as a result of a protracted struggle that we ourselves
must wage.
The African Renaissance Conference and, indeed, the whole political
concept of an African renaissance, is not without substantive controversy. Major .
questions can be raised about the meaning of "African renaissance". Clearly, it
means different things in different parts of Africa. For instance, does "African
renaissance" get spelled by Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe or Arap Moi in Kenya
the same way that Mbeki [and one can assume, Mandela] spells it, when it comes
to human rights questions like freedom of the press or freedom from
discrimination because of sexual orientation?
It appears that the African renaissance is Thabo Mbeki' s major political

perspective in the upcoming contest for the South African presidency. There is
apparently an inter-ministerial committee on the African renaissance in South
Africa. Leading thinkers like Vincent Maphai are part of a special think tank
promoting the concept in South Africa. But what is the thinking of other
Southern African leadership? What are other prominent African leaders and
intellectuals live Museveni, Soyinka and Ibo Mandaza in Zimbabwe saying about
the concept?
Clearly as Africa moves in to the new millennium, it faces major
challenges. I hope that by now this point is evident throughout my remarks. A
major challenge is that of ending the marginalization which Africa has faced in
key sectors of the global system. While President William Jefferson Clinton' s 12
day trip to Africa in the spring of 1998 was an unprecedented and generally
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welcome initiative, it has largely produced only verbiage. It has not been
matched by a generalized willingness on the part of US investors to put inqreased
resources into Africa - even into South Africa. The recent excellent study cited

',

earlier by William Minter of the Africa Policy Information Center (APIC) found
that in 1997, excluding South Africa, the entire continent attracted a mere $4. 7
billion in investment capital or an approximate 3% of direct investment going to
the Third World nations of Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Pacific. While
South Africa has made, and is making, a strong and sophisticated drive at the US
market and some progress has resulted, actual US direct investment as of 1996
was only $1.27 billion.
Another measure of the pervasive marginality which Africa continues to
have in the United States (a key arena for attitude changes, I would argue, in
order that Africa really transforms) is that of development aid. Aid is clearly
crucial for Africa. It is essential, for instance, in terms of any effort at poverty
eradication. But the picture is bigger than just the United States. The 1998-99
edition of a Canadian publication, The Reality of Aid, has noted that global aid
statistics for Sub-Saharan Africa are chilling. In 1994, world-wide aid to SubSaharan Africa stood at $18.9 billion. In 1996, this assistance had fallen to $16.7
billion, a decline of 18 % or $3. 7 billion. In 1996, 31 African countries received
less aid, 26 of them for the second year in a row. Increasingly, there is little
political will on the global level to aid Africa. Is the same pattern not true in
Sweden as well. If so, why?
US development aid to Africa declined from $826 million in 1991 to $689
million in 1997. And in a major change since 1996, the US Congress has refused
to specifically target aid funds to Africa. (Two caveats: there is an approximate
$200 million more annually in the USAID budget that goes to African health
issues and some additional funding that goes via the Atlanta-based Center for
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Disease Control, secondly.) It is important to contextualize US aid assistance to
Africa in the reality that the US government (and citizenry) increasingly want to
give no money overseas. As of 1996, the US was
giving only 0.81 % of its budget
,
;

to development assistance and 0.08% assistance as a percentage of its GNP. As a
homeless guy commented to me one cold September morning at a bus stop, "Man,
the US is run by some mean-ass people, is all the world like that?''
The end of the Cold War and the overthrow of the apartheid system helped
_to end some important conflicts in Africa. As we meet today, however, armed
conflict is raging in Sudan, Algeria, the Great Lakes region (Burundi, Rwanda
and Eastern Congo), Eritrea-Ethiopia, the Democratic Republic of Congo and
once again, Angola. During the last year, fragile and tentative peace accords
were implemented in Sierra Leone and the Central African Republic. Colonel
Dennis Sassou-Nguesso was retume1 militarily to power in Congo (Brazzaville)
and as of today fighting has been renewed for control of Sierra Leone.
A common theme to all these conflicts and another major challenge for
Africa is what some call militarization, militarism and others have dubbed
'warlordsim '. l prefer the latter term because it better conveys the various ways

that armed forces and killing have assumed the role of governance in various
African situations. A recent, short, insightful article

14

on the militarization of

Africa makes a distinction between militarization during the Cold War and the
evolution of militarization since the so-called end of the Cold War. My remarks
will concentrate on the latter period.
~1ilitarization in Africa is derived from the same militarization which
governs the world. Sadly, Africa has turned to the use of violence to govern in
the same way that the world's dominant actors use violence to govern. It is
quintessential mythologizing with a racist tendency to suggest that there is
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something intrinsically or genetically violent in Africa, African states or
Africans. Violence in Africa is not just the product of internal events and forces .
War, making war, killing are all part of global business initiatives. Violence in

''

Africa must be dissected and analyzed as must the high homicide rates in Western
countries - especially urban centers - which increasingly plague every part of the
so-called developed world - including Sweden.
Factors like structural adjustment and debt repayment constraints have
helped intensify violence as the means of resolving conflict insofar as more and
more legitimate African governments lack the resources to manage their
countries. Thus, police don't get paid, soldiers don't receive their salaries and in
general those working for the state become more and more desperate.
The global arms trade has played, and continues to play, a major role in
Africa's militarization. Since the end of the Cold War, four key trends have
emerged:
1. new and diverse sources for arms
2. small arms and light weaponry as the arms of choice
3. increased linkage to non-state suppliers like drug dealers, diamond
smugglers, organized crime
4. increased contracting with private armies and/or mercenaries
During the Cold War period from the late 1950's to the late 1980's the
three most important sources of technical assistance, weapons, training and other
support, were the United States and its NATO allies, China and lastly, the Soviet
Union and the related Warsaw Pact countries. Throughout the Cold War, the
major superpowers and Europe had their own military bases in Africa and
intervened directly into different African situations on various occasions.
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Additionally, South Africa's apartheid state consistently played a surrogate role
for the United States and other key Western countries. Israel, too, perfon11ed a
surrogate function for the US on the African continent from time to time
f '

throughout the 60' s, especially with covert operations and intelligence work. (I
think here of several prominent deaths, that of Ben Barka, Patrice Lumumba,
Gamal Abdul Nasser and, of course, later, Samora Machel and Eduardo
Mondlane.) The example of South Africa's numerous interventions into Angola
also springs immediately to mind.
But by about the late 80's the picture changes drastically. The conflicts no
longer have such a visible involvement of the Cold War's protagonists. And the
major Western governments and the Soviet bloc cease their competition to see
who can place the largest amounts of heavy armaments into the African continent.
The article by Dan Volman cited earlier points out that between 1988 and 1993
arms sales agreements between African countries and foreign producers especially states like China, Spain, Czechoslovakia - fell from $5 .2 billion to $500
million. 15
During the same late 80' s period, the big guns fall silent and small guns are
more plentiful and cheaper than ever before. I recall having new AK 47 s offered
to me on the streets of Mbabane in 1988 for as little as twenty US dollars. Small
arms expert Virginia Gamba of South Africa's Institute for Security Studies
estimates that the number of illegal arms in Mozambique ranges from 500,000 to
6,000,000, while in South Africa, the range is from 400,000 to 8,000,000. In
Angola, though estimates are difficult at best, one thing is certain: There are
more arms, not less.
How? What happened?
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The small arms particularly available in Southern Africa are the result of
the apartheid government-backed wars waged by RENAL\1O and UNIT A. , They
are the result as well of hasty, poorly run arms, ,distribution efforts done in the
midst of war by the governments of Mozambique and Angola. The proliferation
of weapons also resulted from years of weapons sales and distribution by the
apartheid state for its regional destabilization activities through its official
armaments parastatal ARMSCOR. Lastly, they are the result of a culture in
which carrying weapons were a port of entry into adulthood and in which war
and preparing for war were normal and desirable social activities. As Afrikaner
resistance leader, Eugene TerreBlance once put it, "Buy weapons, collect
weapons, and clean your weapons. The Boer and his gun are inseparable."

16

It

reminds me of another gun-crazed land and .the phrases could just as easily have
come from the lips of the American National Rifle Association's (NRA) chief
spokesperson, actor Charlton Heston~
Another source of the post Cold War proliferation of small arms all over
Africa is the emergence of new suppliers and new middlemen. Kenya and
Zimbabwe have become key arms producers. Nigeria reportedly is doing some
manufacturing of automatic pistols and ammunition under license. Kenya
particularly has played an extensive and odious role in arms and ammunition
(probably landmines as well) going to RENAMO during the Mozambique
conflict; reputedly it also has helped get arms to parties in the Great Lakes
conflict and; finally, also to Kalenjin forces involved in clashes with other groups
in the Rift Valley.
Certain Western countries, particularly the United States, despite the end of
the Cold War, continue to pump up the militarization of the African continent. A
special report in the July 14, 1998 Washington Post has provided the somewhat
striking information that the US military' s special operations forces have been
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engaged in training exercises in 31 of 54 African countries including the
following countries which currently have active military conflicts: Ethiopia,
Guinea-Bissau, Rwanda, Senegal and Uganda. Like the Clinton Administration's

''

Africa Crisis Response Initiative (ACRI) providing for training of battalions
from selected African countries, these military training ventures sound too much
like the US' s notorious School of the Americas and project the notion that
militarism and military intervention NIKE-patterned and patented in the US is
effective, humane governance.
Drug dealers, ivory and diamond smugglers and private armies like the
South Africa-based one Executive Outcomes (EO), are playing an increasingly
critical roles in various current conflicts. Again, Angola comes to mind. There,
clearly, as the London-based Catholic Institute for International Relations (CIIR)
has amply demonstrated, "diamonds _and oil have paid for the wars that have
plagued the country since the 60s." A recent study by the UK investigative
human rights group, Global Witness Ltd. 17 , asserts that between 1992 and 1998
the main belligerent in the recent conflicts, UNIT A, obtained a minimum revenue
of US $3 .72 billion from diamond sales. DeBeers advertisements perhaps should
read "diamonds (and blood from Angola) are forever!"
Multinational corporations, too have helped to diversify the sourcing of
arms for the African continent. Recent information has unearthed a plan that
Shell Petroleum Development Company of Nigeria had negotiated a deal with the
Nigerian government to import a half million dollars worth of shot guns, pistols,
rifles and submachine guns to equip police guarding Shell installations.
Reportedly, international criticism of the plan caused its cancellation. More
likely, the plan has been "deep sixed" and been moved into a "deep(er) cover"
operation. Shell's background, of course, includes its support to the apartheid
regime. We should add to the Shell "wanted poster" its super degradation of the
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environment and soil of the Ogoni Delta in Nigeria. SheU is maybe the best
corporate candidate for the 21st Century reincarnation of King Leopold! ,
What has developed with the warlordism·and militarization of key regions
of Africa is that warfare has become the key mode of production. It is a local
African situation, but one with wide global connections. And it is a venue in
which a Jonas Savimbi operates not only as the supreme warlord but also as the

.

consummate entrepreneur - with various Angolan government military figures
. serving out apprenticeship arrangements. All this being paid for by thousands of
dead Angolan citizens. 18 For me it is analogous to the way in which, within key
cities across the United States, the dope industry is the sole, certainly the
dominant, mode of production and all other so-called "legitimate" business, like
the banking industry, tails right along playing its scavenger role and making its
profits.
What does one find if one looks carefully at any one of these current armed
conflicts? An organization with which I am associated, the Association of
Concerned Africa Scholars (ACAS), issued a special Bulletin this October
containing a group of primary documents about the war currently raging in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). 19 There is not a lot of analysis in this
publication. Most of the publication documents the goals and objectives of
various participants in the Congo struggle. There is a lot of history in this
collection and a uniqueness to it. Professor Horace Campbell provides a
comprehensive and analytical summary of who's with who in a piece, "Pace of
the Struggle for a New Mode of Politics in the Congo." A key passage from
Professor Campbell follows:
The specter of a regional war emanates from the politics of the Congo.
This war involves the Kabila regime supported by Zimbabwe, Angola,
Namibia, Chad, and the Sudan on one side and the Congolese Democratic
Movement, supported by the Rwanda and Ugandan governments, on the
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other side. There are now many other armies involved. With the
involvement of the Sudan, the war draws in -the Sudanese Peoples
Liberation Army. There are persistent reports that all of the armed' groups
from Jonas Savimbi (Angola), to the Interahamwe (Rwanda), the Lords
Resistance Army (Uganda), the Allied Democratic Forces (Uganda), FLEC
(Cabinda) and others, have used the war to expand their military and
political linkage. This points to the urgency for diplomatic and peaceful
solutions. 20
After one has better understood, what lessons are there? How does one
react? What does one do?
The resolution taken by the African Association of Political Science
(AAPS) (included in this same collection) does the best job of giving meaning and
delineating the significance of this growing conflict. Meeting Oct. 2-3, last year,
in Mauritius, the AAPS resolved:
The Association is greatly disturbed by the growing tendency to opt for
military solutions to inter-state and internal conflicts in Africa. At a time
when the people of Africa are confronted with the negative consequences
of globalization for their economic security and the future of their
children, the recourse to force can only result in destroying what is left of
the productive infrastructure and undermining the prospects for economic
recovery, reconstruction and development.
Mindful of the complexity of the issues involved in both inter-state and
internal conflicts, the Association calls on African states and leaders to
recognize the legitimate concerns of all parties to the various conflicts, and
to find ways and means of responding to these concerns in a fair and
inclusive manner consistent with principles of justice, equality and PanAfricanism. These conflicts should also be resolved through the
framework of the OAU, without the involvement of outside powers with
vested interests in Africa. Conflict resolution should be undertaken in
accordance with the basic objectives and principles of the OAU Charter
such as respect of the sovereignty, territorial integrity, inalienable right to
independent existence of Member States, non-interference in their internal
affairs, the inviolability of borders inherited from colonialism, and the
peaceful settlement of disputes.
Respect for human rights and cultural diversity should underpin the whole
conflict resolution process, while every effort should be made to eliminate
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incitement to ethnic hatred. In all circumstances, there should be no place
for genocide on our continent. 21
Africa must also confront the challenge of current governments whose
f'

systenwtic abuse of human rights is on a scale which deman,ds immediate

attention. I point here especially to Algeria, Cameroon, Kenya, Nigeria, Sudan
and Zimbabwe as being countries where detention, abuse and torture,
disappearance and deaths have become routinized as part of the normal acts of
governance. I recognize that there are African countries with abusive practices
and am frankly not sure about my effort at some prioritization. I only
reluctantly, and tentatively, put forward this approach for, as Kofi Annan has put
it so well, "Do not African mothers weep when their sons or daughters are killed
or maimed by agents of repressive rule? .... We cannot afford to lose one life .... "
Maybe a first step should be that all efforts to excuse leaders and
governments' abusive behavior as shaped by cultural behavior must be stopped.
No more T-shirts with "It's a black thing, you wouldn't understand!" Perhaps, a
second step, Africa's churches, mosques and other religious institutions need to
much more aggressively and seriously assert the sanctity of human life. African
churches and partner churches, but especially the former, need to stand straight
up and say when things are wrong. Highly publicized and generally distributed
codes of conduct coming out of continental conferences need to be drawn up and
put in average people's hands. Some of this has been done. I recall eloquent
actions from church leaders in Kenya. It's risk-filled and dangerous. No doubt.
Whether it is an inflated request for a postage stamp' s payment or the
expected contribution to have an airport entry visa approved, "corruption" is one
of the issues with which Africa must contend. It is a challenge that has assumed
an even greater importance because it is so tied to the image of Africa which is
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currently projected around the world. A recent sympathetic commentatoL in a
brilliant analysis, has even said,
There is a strong possibility that Sub-Sah'aran Africa is returning to the
'heart of darkness.; This .. .is not synonymous with 'tradition' or
'primitiveness', but is related to the manner in which Africa is inserted in
the international system through economies of extraction or predation in
which many of the leading operators are foreigners, whose local partners
have to a considerable degree based their careers on the use of armed
force. 22
A serious discussion of the question of corruption in terms of Africa must
be based on several prior discussions. The first is to arrive at a common
understanding of what is meant by 'corruption.' Secondly, there should be a
discussion of the way in which corruption plays itself oqt in modem, 'developed',
economies, whether they be Italy or Japan.
On the first point, I suggest, for starters, that corruption js a structural
component of the functioning of twentieth century corporate capitalism. I
further propose that a good working definition of "corruption", as a practice, not
occasional, is that used in the previously city Criminalization text, namely,
"corruption" as the "combination of positions of public office with positions of
accumulation." In large parts of French-speaking Africa it is called politique du

ventre (literally, "the politics of the belly"). During Tanzania's 1978-79
overthrow of Idi Amin, the popular phrase was "Wakombozi", "liberators" who
began to liberate the people of their property.
Corruption is facilitated by the structure of today's world. Multinational
corporations today operate, as analysts Richard Barnet and John Cavanagh have
pointed out, "in a world in which [they] have wide latitude to go anywhere, make
any product, or perform virtually any service ... without clear rules of the road
established by effective public authority ... '' 23
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Speaking to the second point, I would note that in the US the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) annually documents murder, assault, burglary, and
street crimes in its Crime in the United States Report. Its 1995 Report said
f '

burglary and robbery took place valued at some $4 billionh "White collar"
crime, i.e. the crimes of businessmen, lawyers, accountants and doctors (for
instance pollution, fraud, public corruption) are not reported but are valued at
about $200 billion each year. 24
My perspective then on Africa is that, putting aside the Leviathan-like
examples of a Moi or the late Mobutu, much of the corruption in Africa results
from desperate attempts to provide in African traditional ways within a system
that is unable and unwilling to accommodate a person's social obligation to
support a cousin's cousin's second wife and her new child in the home village. I
think what we largely see in Africa is social corruption and not structural
corruption. It is often a cultural imperative that one must share· with one's
dependents. A Cameroonian proverb captures the essence of social corruption -albeit somewhat fatalistically -- "the goat grazes wherever it is tied."
A major exception to this observation is the growing trade in illicit drugs.
Clearly, structural corruption accompanies the growing drug industry in Nigeria,
Zaire, South Africa and Kenya. The South African Institute of International
Affairs believes there are about 300 drug trafficking crime syndicates and up to
500,000 cocaine users in South Africa alone. A stunning 1996 estimate in South
Africa's Weekly Mail and Guardian places Southern African organized crime's
capital turnover, of which dope is the major part, at R41.l billion annually.
When drug programming of this scale is taking place then there is automatically
structural corruption, e.g. , the 600 acre cannabis growing plantation in the Mount
Kenya forest reserve which was guarded by local police and the forest rangers.
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Even with the drug trade, however, distinctions must be drawn. Today,
many Nigerian women are "muling", i.e. couriers in an incredibly complex and
grueling system of transnational shipment. The~.e women -- I've met a few of
them through a friend's legal work defending them in US court rooms -- remind
me of the young boys who are "sentinels" and "runners" in inner-city, urban
America. These are not the owners and the managers of the enterprises. They
are the little cogs in the big wheel doing the only job available to them other than
flipping hamburgers in a Burger King or hauling garbage at a McDonald's. So it
·is with these Nigerian women "muling". They are pursuing what is available as a
means to stake out a role and survive in a global system that's spitting out
hundreds of redundancies and superfluous appendages every day. Like the ten to
twelve year old girls selling late night "blow jobs" (oral sex) at roundabouts in
Lagos, Dar, Mogadishu and Maputo, the "mulers" are doing what they have to do
to keep them and their children fed. ·
Finally, I think it important that there be a recognition that different
societies and different cultures produce different notions of public accountability.
I recall often meeting with the treasurers of various Southern Africa liberation
movements when I was working with the Program to Combat Racism of the
World Council of Churches (WCC). I was charged with making certain that

wee dollars didn't go into the pursuit of the armed struggle.

I did the best that I

could but in the midst of small, cramped rooms with people whose lives were at
stake because of the exigencies of war, there was no way I was going to sit and
try to extract the exact path which each and every dollar had taken over the year.

It was far more important that I, as a

wee official, created a relationship of

trust, confidence, support and partnership with men and women like Oliver
Tambo and Dulcie September whose lives honored mine when they just sat down
to talk. To have an enduring partnership, there must an even more enduring
bond of trust.
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As I conclude these remarks. let me sav., that I do not see what
,

r ve shared

with you as merely a depressing negative cantata. I view it as head on, honest
accounting. .Africa faces many challenges, huge
problems, some of which have
; ,
global links and interfacing.
But Africa's ledger sheet today shows struggle and initiative. People
f~nding new and creative ways to participate, endure and thrive - the struggle for
'democracy' in Kenya, Zaire, the Ivory Coast, Senegal, Malawi, Cameroon. The
popular struggles, manifestations of a civil culture of transformation, which are
transpiring all over the continent but which are only occasionally publicized from
the most well known arena, the South Africa struggle. All these efforts, and
others, are appearing steadily in various forums ranging from trade unions;
peasant, consumer and handicraft cooperatives to women's and children's
organizations. Whether it is the Gre~n Belt Movement led by Wangari l\1aathai
in Kenya, an environmental movement, a politically organized peasant shanty of
50,000, women planting more than one million trees or the struggle of Nigeria's
Campaign for Democracy, or the 3,000 women who gathered at the NGO Forum
in Dakar, preparing for the 1994 Beijing Conference, all these thousands of
people in NGO and civil organizations are an organized and growing force
particularly as the State in Africa (like elsewhere) is more and more important in
the face of today's problems.
Women particularly are showing the way in much of the transformative
work that is taking place. One particular arena where African women are
surging to the foreground is in various continent-wide peace initiatives. Two
years ago the OAU and the Economic Commission for Africa established The
African Women's Committee on Peace and Development. The caliber of NGOs
on the committee speaks to the growing impact which women, organized as
women, are having in various governance forum. Among others, the NGO list
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includes: Pro-Femmes (Rwanda); Federation of African Women 's Peace
Networks (Zambia); Femmes Africa Solidarite (Senegal); Ethiopian Women 's
Lawyers Association (Ethiopia); and the Save Somali
Women and Children
,.
(Somalia). One should note the strong and consistent leadership women are
giving challenging land degradation activities. This is true continent wide, but
especially in Southern and West Africa. This is not, incidentally, to assert that
women are now walking into the sun in Africa as full partners. Major, major
gender issues remain. As Sweden's State Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Matts
Karlsson, told the "Women and Development Conference", in April 1998 in
Addis Ababa, drawing upon the historical example of Sweden's history - I guess
he meant herstory - "Africa is ending gender apartheid .. .It is when women
organize that a new democratic culture will. emerge."
There is movement in other qt1arters as well. There are the cultural
initiators: the dancers, the poets, the musicians, the movie ma.Kers, the writers,
the folk actors, the prophetic churches, the community-based action groups and
the students. There are leading African cultural figures who have become
international personalities like W ole Soyinka, Nadine Gordimer, Chinua Achebe,
Ben Okri, Andre Brink, Ngugi Wathiong and Bessie Head.
In Kenyan novelist Ngugi W a Thiong' s moving novel, Devil on the Cross,
one of his major·characters shares an ancient Gikuyu saying at a crucial point,
"many hands can lift the heaviest of burdens." Many of you at this seminar have
internalized this message or similar ones long ago. You have undoubtedly
learned as well the African proverb: "one step doesn't make a path".
As the "companeras", we know full well that our partners in Africa are
daily lifting the burdens. Let us help them "make the road by walking".
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